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tairway to heaven 

ROBERT DE AM DREES 

r a year, I've had a email ICS lesion on 
» tip of my ring finger. Lately that flnr 
i been Increasingly sore and tiiffi- 
It to bend. Silt yesterday I woke up to 
c that overnight, the entire finger had 
i purple* Yes, overnight* 


I felt sck m my gut the 
ws * t>u get when you are 
tag at something wni- 
i that won’! go away 
► >uiden spread of the 
coma was the work bl- 
r plotting AIDS demons, 
c to iock me when I'm 
B. i hate it when well 
>*e think they are com- 
"g me by saying that 
r all dying. We are not 
hr:r.g. Most people are 
r forced to confront their 
t 2 _:y as the clock ticks, 

■ darkening skies, be- 
i their lives are over. 
There is a specific biolog- 
; and unbearable 
laor-ai reality involved in 
Gig on AIDS death row; 
devastating, overwhelm - 
1 tortuous. It's one of 
osr monumental chal- 
es a person can ever face, 
rt e: anyone take that 
f from you. If you're fac- 
i terminal illness, and 
Rtf I express the full spec- 
R of your humanity, then 
reserve a gold medal 

kGoc. 

Wishing my finger turn 
lie r vemight jolted, me. 

m more difficult for me 
lype. tie my shoe and 
p rungs, like the mean- 
si - i_~. It's dying human 
= rumor flesh, that looks 
e sickly finger of a hu- 


l^culd this be the same 
jer err the hand that 
fin arabesque, grace- 
*s a gazelle, toward the 
itian skyline visible 


m’trr the grand. plant* in the 
School o f American Ball el 's 
bright and airy dance stu- 
dios, in Lincoln Center's 
halliard Building? 

Is this pained and purple 
finger the same one that rest- 
ed gently on the jbaire, as 1, 
dressed in my classic black 
lights and white T-shirt all 
those years ago, hoped one 
day I'd be somebody? 

Why have I become 
someone this way, with my 
cult-of-the-dead status, 
known to you only as a dy- 
ing man, while all those 
years when I was full of life 1 
was stuck in the shadows? 
Why do I get my moment to 
shine now, alone on a dark- 
ened stage, under the faintest 
of blue lights, as a wrecking 
ball demolishes the theater? 
Because old drama queens 
never die, they just keep 
rewriting Act 111. 

1 do believe in mind- 
body connections except 
when I can't get the princi- - 
pies to work for me. But 
there's no side-stepping 
heaven — peace of mind 
comes one step at a time. I 
took that finger as a two-fold 
sign: my health has slipped 
and now it's time to talk jo 
my parents about some of 
the serious matters after a 
few months of troubling dis- 
tance. Or m aybe my the pro- 
gression of my illness has 
been triggered, by my emo- 
tibriaL upsets with them. It 
never means that something 
is ’emotionally but of align- 


ment when you get sicker, il- 
though major stressors can 
jump-start disease progres- 
sion. Either way, I knew 
what I had to do. 

1 got on the phone and 
' invited my parents over to 
discuss some important is- 
sues. 1 was in just the exact 
- mood to face them but I was 
still nervous as hell 

An hour later they ar- 
rived. Immediately my 
mother started prattling 
about anything in her imme- 
diate field of vision as she 
wandered around the living 
mom, trying to Lake control 
of the conversation. 

"Mother," I said in a firm 
voice, "sit!" Then, with my 
clipboard in hand, 1 deliv- 
ered in a polite, yet business- 
like tone one of the hardest 
statements of my life,, chok- 
ing back tears only once. 

"I'm letting you know 
my final plans arid wishes 
for my later stages," -! said. 
My mother froze and stared 
blankly into space the whole 
time.. I let them know that 1 
w?£ to be cremated, that 
there would be no Catholic 
Mass, burial or last rites, but 
that I'm assembling a team 
that will take care of ail my 
basic caregiving needs and I 
will die at borne. "My 
home," I added 

1 told my dad that the 
next time 1. share with him 
some critical health infnrmn- 
ftfbn 1 ^expert him 16 tell my 
siblings, that it's nof his pre- 
rogative to withhold. 1 ^old 
them to call me at least once 
every' three weeks to tell me 
they are thinking about me. 1 
reminded my mother that 1 
asked her to stop calling be- 
cause she'd only call when 
she was depressed. 

"1 know you may get de- 
pressed, when you think of 
me, but don't call. Walt until 
you are upbeat and in a good 
mood. Dying is painful 
enough for me without tak- 
ing on your pain too," 1 said. 

1 Laving them both there was 
helpful, since there's no 
telling what part of my wish- 
es they would have omitted 
if one had to relay the infor- 
mation to the other. 

1 told them not to get of- 
fended if they are not invited 
to be around for any last- 
minute death-bed scenarios. 
JThat part of my dying is in- 
significant to me," I said. 
"Those last days mean no 
more to me than the simplest 
days, of my, fife. It'll be much 
easier for me to be surround- 
ed by professional attendants - 
who'll do their best to com- 
fort me without all that sad- 
ness. It will be a happy time 
and a welcome relief. l am 
not going tov-have'a big’ final' 
deathbed scene with mom 
and dad breaking down* at J 
my bedside? I'm going to., 
need peace and solitude on 
that day to fully contemplate , 
the honorable work l did in 
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this lifetime," 

Whew! That was hard to 
say! Basically, I gave -th£m 
permission to keep doing, 
what they're doing — not to 
bond' with me and my ill- 
ness, to keep at emotional 
arms length, and not to coun- 
sel or- support me on the •• 
most practical' aspects of my • 
impending4eath. v , 

In my pride for tackling 
such a heavy subject with, my 
folks, I realized later that 
they hadn't achially respond- 
ed to ariy of if, supported, ac- 


knowledged^ agreed with, 
commended, reassured, com- 
•forted or even thanked mef 
But that's their job. 

I'm only responsible .for 
doing my part and yesterday 
I ‘did the best job I could un-" 
der the most difficult circum- :l 
stances.' --' v - 
•v . ifoe nexfcd^ 
stran g a 4 ut true .way., the ** 
purple finger. faded^tHe^ 
swelling had gone down and' 

1 could slip back";on ,tiie: ofily * 
ring I've ever worn, the ririgi, 
bought when I/fij&t <te$ted-ki 


. positive,, a: silver Renaissance 

design witlTa, green'matev 
chiteVstone, the stone "of, be- 
coming" -that signiffeS/eterftal - 
transformation, - 

. . • Robert is, ip, rtegd of a : prd- 

■ vdlrn teerqs$i$t#nbjeqio vplun * 

'■ feoje two fiour fdl&ektifypu h 

* interested apd qualified', -sen 
" information : to: 12 Clifford 

■ prrap?,#4^ £/ 

\$4Tl 7 s$eriou$ L inqui ripdpply. 




